2J2                 FEVER, FAMINE, AND GOLD
I ran my fingers among the gleaming particles*
Why, these were the finest ever discovered in
Ecuador in modern times! Suddenly my heart
missed a beat, for among them lay something of
minute proportions. Then I found three more.
Incredulously I picked them up for closer examinar
tion,
"Golden fish-hooks/5 he said,
"Or parts of a broken ornament," I cut him off.
"Here's something more/7 He handed me a tiny
hammered square of beaten gold.
Though infinitesimal in size, how much they
meant! For they were conclusive proof that at some
early time man had been there before.
Who could they have been? Pre-Incas, Incas,
early Spaniards?  I questioned him. He shrugged.
"My mother has known the district for many/
many years and her mother before her. But they
know nothing of any people who mined gold in that
region. It must have been the ancients."
"But why do you bring these to me?"
His face lighted. "When you appeared that day
from the Llanganatis, it seemed to me an omen that
destiny had brought you my way just as I had found
the first nugget. I trust you. I have no money to do
this myself. I need help. Will you come and look?"
Weeks later, I returned to the spot, accompanied
by a mining engineer who will, for obvious reason^
remain anonymous, as must the well-known Amerk